The Real Matilda: Women and Identity in Australia, 1788 to 1975. Miriam Dixson. by Baker, Maureen
i t does appear, i s s t u d i e d , f o r c e d , and 
awkward. 
In summary, then, what can one say of 
t h i s novel? C l e a r l y the author has 
recorded experiences t h a t have been 
deeply f e l t : the n a r r a t o r ' s p a i n i s 
evident throughout. A l s o , the author 
has set down s e v e r a l episodes that 
might, reorganized, form a novel. As 
the book stands, however, i t i s con-
f u s i n g , awkward and much too long. 
At the beginning, the author thanks 
both the Canada C o u n c i l and the Ontario 
A r t s C o u n c i l f o r grants given to her 
while w r i t i n g Sandbars. This acknow-
ledgement i s p u z z l i n g and u n s e t t l i n g , 
f o r one must wonder on what b a s i s 
such work i s given a s s i s t a n c e . Surely 
w r i t i n g such as t h i s would be much 
b e t t e r served by being given to an 
exacting e d i t o r who would cut i t by 
approximately one h a l f . I t i s d i s -
maying to th i n k that t h i s i s but the 
f i r s t of a pr o j e c t e d (and presumably 
funded) t r i l o g y and t h a t , once again, 
p u b l i c money i s s u b s i d i z i n g work t h a t 
r e q u i r e s r e v i s i n g , pruning and d i s -
c i p l i n i n g long before i t reaches 
p r i n t . 
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This h i s t o r y of women i n A u s t r a l i a 
does not deal w i t h the oc c a s i o n a l s a l -
i e n t female whose l i f e i s considered 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d enough to be recorded 
among those men whose e f f o r t s are 
noted and i n t e r p r e t e d i n the general 
h i s t o r i e s of A u s t r a l i a . Rather, the 
w r i t e r t r a c e s the s o c i a l circumstances 
of the settlement of A u s t r a l i a , along 
w i t h the e f f e c t s of penal settlements 
and c o l o n i a l l i f e , on the way A u s t r a l -
i a n women and men have come to regard 
each other. 
W i t h i n A u s t r a l i a , past images of the 
t y p i c a l A u s t r a l i a n have been shown to 
derive from those w r i t i n g s which have 
caught the people's fancy, and remained 
s t e a d f a s t l y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of what Aus-
t r a l i a n s want to b e l i e v e about them-
selves and t h e i r forebears. These 
images have g e n e r a l l y presented the 
male as t a l l , sun-bronzed, rugged, 
l e a n , r e s i s t a n t to a u t h o r i t y , w i t h a 
wry k i n d of humour, rough and ready 
manners, and not very t a l k a t i v e . He 
was capable of making do i n an inven-
t i v e way when out of proper m a t e r i a l s , 
t o l e r a n t of poor workmanship as a r e -
s u l t , and p r e f e r r e d other men to women 
fo r companionship. He worked hard f o r 
himself but not f o r h i s boss, loathed 
pretension of any k i n d ( e s p e c i a l l y of 
di s p l a y e d and genuine e x c e l l e n c e — i n -
t e l l e c t u a l , economic or s o c i a l ) . This 
m y t h i c a l A u s t r a l i a n has about 25 syn-
onyms f o r g i r l s and women, none of 
them f l a t t e r i n g . He t r e a t s them as 
d i f f e r e n t and i n f e r i o r s o r t s o f human 
beings who can keep the house i n order, 
get meals, feed and mind the k i d s , and 
i s good f o r b r i e f f u n c t i o n a l sexual 
encounters. Tenderness, empathy and 
s t y l e are t o t a l l y absent i n t h i s 
" t y p i c a l " A u s t r a l i a n ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p 
w i t h h i s woman. 
Miriam Dixson has p a i n s t a k i n g l y s i f t e d 
through documents, s t a r t i n g w i t h the 
e a r l y days of settlement i n 1788, i n 
order to discover how these p a t t e r n s 
and codes of behaviour have been estab-
l i s h e d . She i s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t e d 
i n e x p l o r i n g t r a d i t i o n s s p e c i f i c to her 
country. One of her major premises i s 
t h a t : "Men l i k e women l e s s i n Aus-
t r a l i a than i n any other community." 
Most of the women present a t the found-
i n g of A u s t r a l i a were convicted f e l o n s . 
During the years of t r a n s p o r t a t i o n of 
con v i c t s t o the colony, only a small 
p r o p o r t i o n o f women would have been 
fr e e women—the wives of o f f i c e r s o r 
m i n i s t e r s of r e l i g i o n . These c o n v i c t 
women had been reduced to degraded 
c o n d i t i o n s i n gaols and shipboard l i f e 
before reaching A u s t r a l i a ; and there-
a f t e r were i n wretched circumstances; 
without decent food, c l o t h i n g and s h e l -
t e r . They became the mothers of thou-
sands of c h i l d r e n whom they could not 
b r i n g up decently because o f the l a c k 
of an e s t a b l i s h e d community, of 
schools and churches, shops and s k i l l e d 
o l d e r people who maintain the mores of 
v i l l a g e l i f e . Hence women from the 
very beginning s u f f e r e d from bad repu-
t a t i o n s , poor s e l f concepts, v i c t i m i z a -
t i o n , scant education and few s k i l l s . 
Immigration programmes t r i e d to r e -
dress the balance of females to males 
i n c o l o n i a l times, but exacerbated the 
i n d i g n i t i e s . Dr. Dixon quotes the case 
of 221 I r i s h orphan g i r l s who l e f t 
Plymouth f o r P o r t Adelaide, 17 J u l y , 
1848. On the voyage more than h a l f the 
g i r l s s t a r t e d to menstruate f o r the 
f i r s t time. Not a s i n g l e piece of ex-
t r a c l o t h had been provided f o r the 
sh i p l o a d of adolescent g i r l s . The 
surgeon had d i f f i c u l t y ( ! ) w i t h a l l the 
washing and hanging out of c l o t h e s and 
l i n e n , "these important d u t i e s i n t e r -
f e r i n g ('.) somewhat w i t h the seamen' s 
notions of cle a n decks and t r i m r i g -
g i n g." 
So, i n a d d i t i o n to the founding mothers 
having poor s e l f - c o n c e p t s and unclean 
body-images, there i s the extreme 
powerlessness of being bonded and be-
in g young. 
Compounding t h i s i s the nineteenth 
century ethos of the dominant .father 
f i g u r e , and the power s t r u c t u r e of the 
o l d men h o l d i n g the s t r a t e g i c p o s i -
t i o n s i n government, p o l i t i c s , know-
ledge, s k i l l s , property and commerce. 
I t i s easy enough now to account f o r 
the low esteem i n which A u s t r a l i a n 
women are held. 
The s t r e n g t h of t h i s book l i e s i n 
s e v e r a l sources: F i r s t , the w r i t e r 
has a c l e a r p e r c e p t i o n of the e l e -
ments i n the contemporary p a t t e r n of 
male/female r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n Aus-
t r a l i a . Secondly, Dixon has ably 
used modern p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o -
l o g i c a l t h e o r i e s t o wrest a more 
s a t i s f y i n g meaning from d e s c r i p t i o n s 
of how A u s t r a l i a n men and women t r e a t 
each other. 
T h i r d l y , by t r a c k i n g down those docu-
ments which d e t a i l the h i s t o r i c a l pro-
cesses she demonstrates the burden of 
h i s t o r y and helps to e x p l a i n why Aus-
t r a l i a n men r e j e c t women so t h a t "we 
short-change each other p a t h e t i c a l l y , 
s t u n t i n g p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r f e l l o w s h i p 
and the k i n d of sexual j o y t h a t can 
only go w i t h a r i c h sense of shared 
humanity." 
F i n a l l y , and very b r i e f l y , she i n d i -
cates a way out of the v i c i o u s c i r c l e 
of deprecation and s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n 
t h a t has evolved while men have 
managed the world. "Men and women 
f i n a l l y belong w i t h each other. So 
a f t e r those women, f o r whom i t i s 
necessary, r e d i s c o v e r t h e i r worth i n 
autonomous female groupings, they 
haven't much opt i o n but to move out 
and help men o f f the hook where 
they've pinned themselves." 
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"Few people hear a women's t a l e . . . ." 
I t i s the s t o r i e s and songs of the 
ploughboy, farm labourer and poacher 
th a t are t o l d again and again. The 
experiences of the women who worked 
together on the l a n d — p i c k i n g stones, 
weeding potatoes, gleaning the har-
vested c o r n f i e l d s — a r e l e f t i n the 
pages o f the o c c a s i o n a l d i a r y or of 
the government reports t h a t were com-
missioned to explore the extent of 
women's and c h i l d r e n ' s work i n E n g l i s h 
a g r i c u l t u r e . Rarely, too, are the 
women's own s t o r i e s repeated; r a t h e r 
i t i s the opinions of the churchmen, 
the teacher or the bureaucrat that ex-
p l a i n what such hard work does to a 
woman: " . . . not only d i d landwork 
'almost unsex a woman' but i t 'gener-
ates a f u r t h e r pregnant s o c i a l mis-
c h i e f by u n f i t t i n g or i n d i s p o s i n g her 
f o r a woman's proper d u t i e s a t home." 
(Report of the Commissioners on the 
Employment of C h i l d r e n , Young Persons 
and Women i n A g r i c u l t u r e , 1867, c i t e d 
i n Fenwomen, p. 17). 
The g l o r y of eluding the gamekeeper, 
s u c c e s s f u l l y f i r i n g a farmer's hay-
r i c k , or j o i n i n g the a g r i c u l t u r a l union 
and then f i n a l l y going out against the 
l o c a l farmers was f o r the men, not 
the women. They were l e f t behind i n 
